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MOM’S HEALING ALTAR AND DAD’S OBSIDIAN BLADE: 
BUILDING THE INDIGENOUS XICANA/O FAMILY HEALTHCARE KIT 

Claudia  I tze l  Márquez and Sant iago Andrés  Garcia  

 
 
As more Xicanas and Xicanos revitalize their Indigenous lifeways, the health questions and wellness 
practices those families face concerning raising their children becomes central. There are no easy 
responses and the conditions that Xicana/o families face differ from household to household. In this 
essay, we parent-authors write about the role altars and obsidian played in the restoration of our family’s 
health and well-being. In Part I, mom describes her altar as a model for reconciling her feelings and 
emotions toward her former life and her new life as an aspiring mother. In Part II, dad describes the use 
of obsidian in the role of a therapeutic mirror and home-birth tool. Our sources of knowledge stem from 
the ancestral and the familial, as well as from our own work as educators and mental health workers. To 
close the essay, we present a healthcare kit for the Indigenous Xicana/o family to reclaim and sustain 
their native lifeways in their own homes where life matters the most. 
 
Introduction 
 
The editors of this volume asked us to co-author an essay on the topic of the Xicana/o family1 along the 
lines of “in search of our brown selves.” We found ourselves compelled to do so for many reasons. As a 
mental health art therapist (Claudia) and as a community college instructor (Santiago), we work conscious 
of the need for our Xicana/o youth and students to have access to readings that describe the livid 
experiences of the familial household. Although we stand far removed from the conquest of the Americas, 
people of color and people native to the Americas have yet to achieve the health and wealth status that 
white America has accumulated. Xicana/o educators still live and work inside institutions built on white 
supremacy and racist ideologies (Garcia 2019, 6-8). School curriculums and health care services in the 
United States remain firmly entrenched within a colonizing dogma, disregarding the beliefs and 
worldviews of native people (Sandoval 2016; Sleeter 2011; Toscano-Villanueva 2013). Thus, living 
healthily for the Xicana/o masses requires that, at some point, we need to reclaim what is inherently our 
Indigenous way of knowing and being (Garcia et al. 2018). As this essay will show, along the way, we 
must deal with the ongoing cycles of trauma and violence present in our own households. We wanted to 
model how we, as committed partners and parents, dealt with the events and feelings that came about 
when we decided to bring children into the world. We have striven to provide here a non-academic 
description of how we walk together grounded in Mesoamerican thought and practice, while living in the 
realities of the modern world.          

In Part I, Claudia writes about her feelings and emotions that surfaced prior to giving birth to our son 
Tezcatlitztli. She describes childhood memories and fears, the cycles of violence—partly her own and 
partly her family’s—that came with her thoughts of being a new mother. Amid this battle stood an altar, 
she writes, that mediated between the old feelings and the new ones for both her mother and father. A 
Xicana of the East LA-Boyle Heights neighborhood, Claudia sheds light on the components of her altar, 
offering her readers a sense of the tools that helped restore balance between the past and the present. Her 
insights and practices speak of hope, forgiveness, and perseverance. In Part II, Santiago dives into the 
obsidian realm, describing how this element has aided the family as a therapeutic mirror and birth tool. 
The simple but auspicious mirror allows one to see areas of the self, he writes, hidden deep inside the 
body. It brings about the awareness, critical self-reflection, and strategic energies necessary for birthing 
new meanings and understanding. We describe here how dad used an obsidian blade to separate son from 
mom’s placenta. The obsidian blade as a birth tool stands as one of many armas2 that make up part of the 
Indigenous Xicana/o Family Healthcare Kit. 

 
1 We the co-authors understand that Xicana/o families, and families of color alike, consist of varying marriage arrangements, each with their own 
views of parenting, and unique set of obligations. This, in addition to their own ways of being, and of experiencing the world. Our hope is that all 
members of the family will find useful the native tools, and medicine, described in this essay as part of the Indigenous Xicana/o Family 
Healthcare Kit. 
 
2 A medical armament used by Xicana/os to aid their well-being. Such tools include healing stones, weavings, drums, feathers, ritual clay ware, 
and all mobile objects used to cure illness and promote positive health. These tools were once banned by colonial governments for their use in 
daily ritual and ceremony. Parents bless these with cedar and fire and pass them down to their children. 
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Our Native Sources of Knowledge 
 
For this essay, we, the parent-authors, draw from our past and present experiences as Indigenous Xicana/o 
educators and mental health workers. We draw from our own experiences as the children of mobile 
families that migrated from Mesoamerica, clinging hard, as best we can, to our native traditions. This 
essay acknowledges the ancestral knowledge that surface when two individuals choose to love and care 
for one another amid ongoing trauma and violence, and when they aim for a happy life. We stand by our 
words as a reflection of the knowledge, behavior, and practices that surfaced when we decided to 
conceive new life and bring children into the world. Although not spoken in detail here, we authored this 
essay during a corona virus pandemic, as both of us had been actively parenting, tending to the land, 
sitting before the fire, observing the cosmos, and awaiting our third child. This was not an easy task 
whatsoever. Covid-19 ravaged our immediate family on a large scale, and we lost three relatives to the 
disease. As it was for Xicana/o families near and far, the pandemic weakened an already vulnerable 
population challenged by high cases of poor health, and crammed housing conditions. Nonetheless, as 
aspiring parents, we kept the focus on our children, and each other. To overcome, we honor the stories of 
the past, the teachings taught to us by our elders, yet, at the same time, we rise to embrace our own 
understanding of what it means to be Indigenous. To be clear, we are not merely descendants of native 
people, but caretakers of the land, cultivators of food, fire keepers, sky watchers, and medicine people 
(Garcia and Márquez 2021). It is our inherent right to reclaim and sustain what Europeans stripped from 
our native libraries for our children. Our sources of knowledge span the history and material world of 
Mesoamerica to the modern ways of all native peoples. The accompanying bibliography simply serves as 
a list of supporting sources of work most familiar and useful to the co-authors. For the Indigenous 
Xicana/o family, such as ours, ways of knowing and being are to be determined together. We both wish to 
share brief parts of our family story, hoping that this will help lift other native families. 
 
Part I: Mom’s Healing Altar 
 
My parents migrated to the United States in the early 1980s. They left behind their friends and families 
for better work opportunities. Like so many other families of the East LA-Boyle Heights community, my 
parents struggled to make a living. As a result, poverty, crime, and domestic violence dominated our daily 
lives. Since it was difficult for us to travel (without a stable income and undocumented), it was through 
my mother’s storytelling that I got to know my cousins, aunts, and uncles that all live in Mexico. As a 
child, I got to know my grandparents through pictures that my mother and father would place on common 
pieces of furniture. These I now know to be altars (of course, they did not call them that), and both my 
mom and dad kept them vivid so that we had a place of peace and memory. (Un)consciously they created 
these altars with their most sacred belongings, which included pictures of their parents, sacred saints, and 
La Virgen de Guadalupe. My mom would often place a candle and a bowl with water and flowers on the 
altar, while my dad would place his old watch collection and rare Indian coins next to a photo of his 
mother. Altars, for my parents, became a place where they could connect with parts of themselves and 
family they had left behind when they migrated to the United States. 

The altar, I have come to learn, makes sense of time, space, and belonging, to bring about new visions 
and responsibilities. While expecting our first son, it became the place where parenting and the inner child 
aspect of my life came together. At the forefront of this cosmic vigil rested the ultrasound picture of our 
unborn child, obsidian blades, water, seashells, and fire. As time went by, and as certain teachings 
surfaced, this altar changed, and in it, I would add or move items to honor my intentions for the day or 
week. Sometimes I added food, stones and minerals, or feathers that I would find while walking. I added 
pictures of my childhood to reflect aspects of my life that involved innocence and coming of age. This 
part was tough to accept because it brought up heavy feelings and emotions that I believed had been 
resolved. My response, however, had to be different, as this time around I was on a journey to becoming a 
mother. In practice, I relied on the altar as a place of mediation. A place where conversations took place 
and where I processed many of the hurtful memories visiting my pregnancy. 

Often throughout my pregnancy, I thought about my parents, the lessons they taught me, the gifts that 
I inherited from them, as well as the mix of emotions I processed as an adolescent. You see, as a child I 
saw my father physically abuse and berate my mother constantly, only to watch her tolerate him after 
every assault. My father lacked certain interpersonal skills throughout his fathering. He was in and out of 
jail, abused drugs, and recklessly spent our household earnings. Dad never put his hands on me, but I do 



                                                                                                                            Unit Six: Nuestras Vistas de Familia 

© Claudia Itzel Márquez and Santiago Andrés Garcia. Reprinted by permission. 
 

233 

vividly remember his wrongful ways. As a result of my father’s actions, we were never able to 
accumulate any true wealth, and our family’s health suffered greatly. Throughout my pregnancy, I 
reflected heavily on all of this, and to a large degree, I credited my unborn child for laying out new 
visions and behaviors in preparation for me to be his mother. Through my altar, and with my armas (i.e., 
feathers, popoxcomitl, and mirrors), I sought the ability to find peace with the past. I searched for the 
ability to forgive dad and mom and my own self so that I could move forward. In sitting with this, family 
altars work as the material manifestations of the mixed feelings and emotions that need sorting. I would 
say that one must use the altar daily to remain grounded, and gain understanding of the messages 
emerging from this reflective process. 

With the altar next to my bed, it served as a daily reminder of my responsibility to gain a deeper 
understanding of the feelings I carried. This included revisiting my first home, my mother. While 
expecting, I asked mom about her pregnancy and my birth. She shared with me the joy of her pregnancy, 
as she had previously suffered from a miscarriage. Her memories revealed her sadness too, as she felt 
alone and oftentimes in fear for her life. During one talk she shared “Yo sola me fui al hospital, le llamé a 
mi amiga porque tu papá no vino.” Immediately after hearing this our eyes met and we both knew exactly 
why my dad was not there. This conversation was brief. My mother looked away and we did not speak of 
the past because ya esta en el pasado and things are different now. In hindsight, the fear for her life was 
one that I felt during my own pregnancy. I too felt my mother’s pain, but it was through my altar that 
ideas, thoughts, and curing remedies for my family organically emerged. When imagined and embraced 
in a loving way, altars birth new meanings. 

Early in my pregnancy, it became known that I had a large cyst growing on my right ovary3. 
Therefore, my prenatal care during my first trimester was heavily focused on monitoring the cyst and 
being constantly pressured by obstetricians to have it surgically removed. This turned into a terrible 
experience. Every visit I met with a different care provider and there were inconsistencies in the 
information and care that I was receiving. The experience left me scared, angry, and uncertain about 
delivering a child. I feared for my life and for the life of my baby. The cyst grew rapidly within a few 
weeks, and it was then that I felt the most pressure from the doctors as they went over the dire 
consequences. To remedy how I felt, I prayed heavily alongside my altar. I sang songs with my rattle and 
drum. I lit candles and looked to shift energies by adding and removing certain objects. There certainly 
lies a health science behind the altar. It involves shifting sacred materials and feelings to gain new 
perspectives, and ultimately new skills and behavior. At the same time, I was combating physical ailments 
and so I spent long periods in front of the fire from sunset to sunrise (Figure 1). To reach a place of peace 
and understanding, I summoned spirit ancestors for guidance and clarity. I did not want to be pushed into 
making decisions out of fear, but with awareness and acceptance of the possible outcomes. In the end, I 
decided to move forward with the surgery. 

In the days before the surgery, I talked to my unborn son about what I had endured, what I felt inside, 
and the decision to operate. I described the procedure to him so that he would not feel unaccounted for. 
When the day finally came to remove the cyst, I felt nervous. I will never forget the pre-operation 
experience. Waiting for the sedation procedure, I could hear the resident doctors talking with excitement 
as they prepared to carry out the procedure on a “pregnant lady” for the first time. Anger began to flow 
throughout my body, and somehow, I found the will to see beyond the comments that were being made. 
This, I am certain, was a turning point in my pregnancy, as I realized then that I did not want to continue 
with my child’s delivery in a hospital. The unnatural care and commodification of the body directed at 
expecting mothers at LAC-USC left me feeling anxious, and scared. This hospital experience and the 
associated feelings took me back to a place that was hard to accept. The feelings came in three waves—
they were my own, my mother’s, and my ancestors’. In my view, they did not need further reckoning, 
though they kept on surfacing. We know this as intergenerational trauma. Although it was difficult to sit 
with these feelings, I knew it was exactly where I needed to be to transcend this experience. 
 

 
3 A testimony of this event is available to watch on: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=M6jQoFuhoVc 
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Figure 1. A rendition of the first author before the fire. Her own ritual work. Tissue paper on stock paper. 

 
Immediately following the removal of the cyst, I made efforts to steer away from such cycles of fear 

and violence. I knew that many of these were not entirely my own, and I would be damned if I were to 
allow them to be passed on to my son. In my new life, my baby would grow healthy in a womb free of 
anxiety, fear, and violence. I, mama, needed to be in a good place for the sake of the family. To arrive at 
such a place, I put forward good reasons and intentions. I planned around my birth and followed up with 
people I trusted. I became involved in local gatherings organized by birth workers of color grounded in 
ethical care, love, and ancestral knowledge. I met with doulas, mental health professionals, and midwives. 
These individuals, primarily women, affirmed that I could overcome the traumatic experiences of my life 
and that a home birth could be the best way for my son to come into the world. 

The choice to give birth at home led me to focus on the birthing knowledge that I knew existed 
somewhere deep inside of me. In the same way that we inherit trauma, we also inherit the practices that 
drove our ancient societies to be healthy, loving, and giving. I used my altar to connect with my mother 
and abuelitas by adding their pictures and specific heirloom items. Two pieces stood out. My abuelita 
Antonia’s necklace and my abuelita Guadalupe’s ring. Again, there rests a science in how the altar works. 
As I sat with my altar, I thought about my intention to learn new behaviors, to shift good energy in my 
direction, and to understand my role as a mother free of violence. The pain was getting old already, so 
why was I still feeling like I did in the old days of the past? I found new ground. I was deep in a sea of 
emotions and enseñanzas que heredé de mi mama y mis abuelas. Mi matriz became my library of new 
teachings; many of my dreams during my pregnancy took me back to my mother’s womb, and she too, in 
her dreams, returned to my abuelita’s womb. This I believe was my knotted umbilical cord being 
flattened by the sound of songs, the copal smoke, and the medicines that entered my body. Internally 
through this pregnancy, I was exchanging the bad for the good: La fortaleza de mis abuelitas vive en mi. 
The fear, pain, anxiety, the insecurities rooted in adverse childhood experiences, no longer led the way. 
Ya regrese abuelita, aqui estoy. In the presence of my son and with the support of my partner, I returned 
to the fire as I saw it best. 

The arrival of our son Tezcatlitztli brought an abundance of healing. For my parents, the birth meant 
an opportunity to be present with a child in a way that had become unfamiliar to them. Tezcatlitztli was 
redemption medicine for my mother, who worked every day of the week, and for my father, who missed 
notable events in the life of his daughter. Sitting here writing, I am confident that life presents 
opportunities for people to rise, reflect, and become better individuals. My partner and I have found this 
to be true through the caretaking of our children. The effects have been familial. My dad lives a sober life, 
and my mother, who despite working long hours, has more time to spend with my son than she ever had 
with me. Now that they are grandparents, they live nurturing lives with a purpose. Their altares have 
photos of their grandson to remind them of their new intentions and gentle behavior. Our own family 
altar(s), we have many, are constantly changing to reflect the family work that needs attention. They stand 
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well lit, open, and ready, as a reminder that we as Xicana/os have inherited ancestral traditions that 
provide us with guidance, medicine, and tools needed for every situation during all periods of our lives. 
For me, the reconfiguration of the altar throughout my pregnancy was vital to making the important 
decisions that kept my family safe and alive. To this day, it continues to be the cosmic reflection of all the 
work I have in progress. 
 
 
Part II: Dad’s Obsidian Blade 
 
Obsidian in Mesoamerica 
 
Obsidian is a volcanic glass (Figure 2), a byproduct of the heating and cooling processes that result from 
the underground lava effect caused by volcanic eruptions. In times when people were primarily hunters, 
obsidian was highly sought after for its ability to be shaped into sharp projectiles capable of penetrating 
the skin of large animals. In the Ancient Mesoamerican region, obsidian had both a utilitarian and 
ritualistic function. People used obsidian objects to prepare food, pierce their skin, and adorn their bodies. 
In some cases, it was given as a gift, placed as offerings for the deceased, and exchanged for highly 
sought-after items. Making tools from obsidian required users to be well trained and skillful. Obsidian 
offerings, for example, were highly detailed and required patience, control of the glass, and keen 
knowledge of stone tool use. In many regions of Mesoamerica, obsidian craftwork involved all members 
of the family responsible for providing their community with all thing’s obsidian. At the same time, some 
types of obsidian were favored over others. In the area of Tula Hidalgo, for example, obsidian from 
Pachuca was highly desired for its green transparent nature. In Mesoamerica, people believed that green 
natural materials promoted good health and wealth. Lastly, obsidian quickly became known for its 
reflective capabilities and usefulness in understanding images of the body. 
 

  
Figure 2. Obsidian in its raw form. Samples bought from the Jurupa Mountains Discovery Center. Photo by authors. 
 
 
Obsidian as a Therapeutic Mirror 
 
In psychotherapy, self-reflection and/or self-awareness are essential to the well-being of both client and 
therapist. Having a keen insight into one’s ideas, thoughts, and intentions is necessary for supporting self-
control, relationships, and understanding other people’s feelings. In practice, developing a healthy mind 
set arises through rest, healthy eating, exercise, and miraculously, by looking at one’s self in the mirror. 
One’s visual cues encourage us to take care of the body. In the pantheon of Mesoamerica, Tezcatlipoca 
treads proud as the “smoking mirror,” and in the Codex Borgia, he wears seven mirrors (Figure 3). The 
therapeutic power of the mirror lies in its ability to reflect the human image. Through the home mirror we 
see ourselves daily, watching our growth through the ages, and we become witness to our own scars and 
pleasures. One can never hide from one’s own body, and thus the practice of dealing with the self, 
promotes growth and self-awareness. In the sierras of Jalisco Mexico, for example, healers of the 
Wixárika community use the mirror in portable form to see the many layers of their own selves and those 
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of the people who ask for their help during curing rituals. They carry these in their medical baskets and 
sometimes hang them from parts of their bodies. Less evasive mirrors and stones serve as a reflector of 
negative energy, envy, and gossip. This type of medicine rests concealed beneath a belt or faja. For 
Indigenous people, the mirror stands as an essential healthcare tool.4 
 

  
Figure 3. Tezcatlipoca depicted in the Codex Borgia shown with seven mirrors. Source “Indian Art of Mexico and 
Central America” Miguel Covarrubias, 1957. 
 
 
Ongoing Trauma and Self-Reflection in the Home 
 
For generations, our Xicana/o families have endured trauma and violence, stemming from—and 
unwillingly inherited through—our ancestral bloodlines. I, the second author, describe my early life of 
gang violence and childhood sexual abuse as Barrio Trauma (Garcia 2020). This early experience crept 
into adulthood and would later surface and converge into feelings of sadness and anger. Sadness, 
stemming from having endured severed relationships with my own close kin, and anger, stemming from 
thoughts of violence and tormenting dreams. This occurs amid a midlife crisis of continual chaos. Take 
for example, members of our family, who have recovered from early childhood abuse, that find 
themselves re-victimized as adults when members of their own community experience similar traumatic 
events. The recycling of violence is common, and because large groups of us live in extended families the 
pain of one family member spreads easily. Sickness behaves like a cancer I am aware of, and in my case, 
deep anger fuels how I respond to news of violence within my own family. This involves mood swings, 
resentment towards others, and retaliating behavior that leads to my own fatigue and illness. It is a sad 
promotion of old colonial violence. We carry these tendencies, and such behaviors we can trace them to 
our early Christian indoctrination of Middle Eastern origin. In times of turmoil, sick individuals looked 
for men of the church for guidance as opposed to seeking life’s natural teaching wonders. The wise plants 
and animals, their guardians, and the stars in the sky. In the Americas, colonizers banned our native ways 
of correcting one another. Instead, men and women in power beat us, molested our bodies, and confined 
us. Elders of our own families have inherited these tactics as proper forms of punishment and still use 
them to a large degree. The biggest question surrounding the healing of the brown man concerns how men 
hold other men accountable. In hindsight, the Indigenous Xicana/o family remains severed from the 

 
4 Please use extreme caution when using a mirror for self-reflection and curing. These are one’s private tools; they carry our insides, and must not 
be lent, left out in the open, or shared on social media. 
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ancestral forms of correction that evolved over 3,000 years that were meant to keep members of the 
family in safe balance. How do we recover these? 

To begin to answer this question, we can look to the re-establishment of our ancestral teachings. In all 
parts of the world stable societies maintain native understandings of where their members live. Simply 
put, sustainable living groups have an intimate relationship with the earth, nature’s food, and the land. In 
the Americas, Xicanas and Xicanos have a prolonged history of moving from one region to another, and 
as a result power both native and non-native economies. Such stems from our skilled labor and keen 
knowledge that surfaces naturally. WE ARE NATIVE. Evidence of our contributions exist in largescale 
public projects, ancient and modern, standing in all parts of the Americas. With this ancient labor came an 
evolved understanding of the land in a very intimate manner. To keep ourselves alive, to keep ourselves 
strong, we run, sweat, sing, dance, eat the medicines of the earth, and rely on nighttime cosmology for 
guidance in times of heavy stress. Seemingly, Indigenous Xicana/os have, at their grasp, ancestral 
instructions to help contest trauma and violence.5 As a first line of defense, we have basic elements: earth, 
water, fire, wind, and common plant medicines. To aggressively combat illness and disease, we rely on 
mind-altering substances, the summoning of ancestors, and cosmic teachings6. As is one focus of this 
paper, one may choose to depend on the reflective mirror. Mirror medicine allows one to understand their 
body from both the physical and psychological realms of the world. Where does your potential as an 
Indigenous person and relative rest? What cargos in the community, and/or region serve you best? 

In our home, obsidian is employed as a tool to self-reflect on our past, and on our current feelings and 
behaviors. Both authors own not one, but multiple mirrors made of obsidian and of iron ore, along with 
the common mirror. One’s personal mirrors are best kept on their own altar, safely tucked away, never 
facing outward, and protected by their own housing made from leather, wood, or cloth. Therapeutic 
mirrors are thus often portable and may be irregular in shape and form. Our own mirrors have been 
brought from Mesoamerica, received as gifts, given as gifts, and made in our own home. The practice of 
self-reflection through mirror medicine may occur in doses when one “takes a step back,” creates 
boundaries, or when one simply allows oneself one’s own time. It can occur in larger doses when one 
relinquishes heavy commitments, removes oneself from toxic situations, or when one finally has the 
courage to ask for help and healing. Resolving your health issues through mirror use works best alongside 
supporting services like counseling, physical activity, and deep prayer. 

The practice of self-reflection serves to improve both the mental health of individuals, and the well-
being of family. Our son Tezcatlitztli was the outcome of dialogue, reciprocity, meticulous prayer, and 
our own understanding of how children teach their caretakers new lessons. Our own individual journeys 
and our collective one prior to his birth and during his conception benefited from concepts of self-
reflection. As a young father and graduate student, I spent many years sorting through my present day, 
writing certain feelings and emotions on paper, and learning about different philosophies. To combat the 
pains of the past I sat with certain situations for extended periods of time. I reflected heavily on the days 
of my life. The people and the places that shaped my personhood I thought about the most. I learned to be 
alone to allow myself amble time to make sense of other people’s feelings and behaviors. So not to ever 
judge anyone. I never fully committed to anyone, other than myself, and having to be okay with that. The 
act of self-reflection is lonely medicine, but healing all at the same time. As partners, we reflected on our 
own lives, our family’s lives, and on the ancestral traumas inherited as once colonized people. Bringing 
new life into the world meant that we had to focus on the potential for good health, peace, and a different 
life for our children outside of our own trajectory. For this to begin, we had to come to terms with our 
own wrong behaviors, forgive, and walk with compassion. At times, we had to become the bigger persons 
in the room. Such as Tezcatlipoca, we had to carry ourselves as a reflection of abundant thought and 
practice. For us this meant harboring mirrors for our own good health, as well as for our own protection. 
 
 
 
 

 
5 For an in-depth look at the Indigenous Xicana/o healing tool kit and its applications see the work of Elena Avila (see Avila and Parker 1999), 
Patrisia Gonzales (2012), and most recently, Lara Medina and Martha R. Gonzales (2019). 
 
6 In Garcia and Márquez (2021) we write about the story of Quetzalcoatl and the Venus star as a place of Xicana/o belonging and practice, in 
hopes of cultivating positive health, learning, and community. 
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The Obsidian Blade as a Birthing Tool 
 
Our son Tezcatlitztli was born on February 8, 2019 in Walnut California, the Gabrielino/Tongva/Kizh 
territory of the San Gabriel Valley. His name means Self-reflection Obsidian Knife. The name 
acknowledges the thoughts, prayers, and labor that led to his conception. Also, the obsidian blade that 
severed his umbilical cord from his mother’s placenta (Figure 4). As husband and wife, we thought 
deeply of what to name our son, deciding after his birth to choose an element that we had been intimate 
with. Prior to our son’s birth, we had been working in our own household workshop experimenting with 
various materials. We made furniture, jewelry out of copper, clay figurines, and obsidian eccentrics. Long 
hours ensued discussing the properties of certain elements and their impact on human behavior. We talked 
openly of the use of the hands in making all things that people needed to be safe and healthy. Working 
together, we envisioned our future collectively. What would life look like if we searched for our brown 
selves together? What role would the material world of Mesoamerica serve in the daily lives of our 
children? 
 

  
Figure 4. The prismatic obsidian blade used in the severing of Tezcatlitztli’s umbilical cord. Photo by authors. 

 
One key part of working with obsidian in the ancient Mesoamerican tradition is learning how to make 

prismatic blades. Blades of this nature are unlike other obsidian projectiles and tools in that they are not 
made with multiple strikes (flint knapping) but with strategically placed pressure and force (Figure 5). To 
make an obsidian blade, a cone-shaped core must be prepared with an adequate platform where the 
pressure will be applied. The ledge of this platform will succumb to the significant force that stems from a 
copper or deer antler tip. The resulting fractured piece is a blade multiple times sharper than a surgeon’s 
scalpel. 

 

  
Figure 5. First parent-author Claudia using the hammer stone to create prismatic obsidian blades. Photo by authors. 
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While working with obsidian, we talked of the possibilities of using such navajas to cut the umbilical 
cords of our children. “What a sacred gift obsidian has been to us,” we thought throughout the blade-
making process. To use this element in a birthing ceremony, and all its sacred energy, would be healing in 
many ways and in line with our intention of reclaiming and sustaining our native familial ways. As 
researchers of our own Mesoamerican culture, we understood obsidian blades to have sharper edges than 
steel ones. We knew that people used obsidian to make an assortment of cutting tools, including weapons. 
We also learned that in modern surgery, obsidian scalpels are a choice in cardiac surgery and their 
successful use has been researched. If obsidian blades are effective in severing human flesh and skin, then 
they would properly sever the infant umbilical cord. That was our reasoning for wanting to practice this 
medical and ceremonial procedure. Our own experiments showed that obsidian blades effectively cut 
cured leather, deer hide, and the raw flesh of squirrels. 

 

  
Figure 6. Second parent-author Santiago with his newborn son and the midwife Debbie Allen. Photo by authors. 

 
Our son Tezcatlitztli was born in water. It was a home birth that we had planned for months in 

advance. Our team consisted of Berenice Dimas, our doula, and Debbie Allen, our midwife. Our intention 
of using a prismatic blade to sever our son from his mother’s placenta was communicated to both our 
birth workers in advance. Three hours after our son was born, I used a three-inch obsidian blade to sever 
his umbilical cord (Figure 6). I simply placed the blade under the cord, and with a gentle stroke backward, 
seamlessly separated my son from his pre-birth home.7 In that instant of separation, blood stained one side 
of the blade—in my view, a small but symbolic scene of the trauma we inherit but also leave behind. In 
those moments, I felt a mix of emotions. Excited for successfully using a prismatic blade in a birth 
ceremony. Happy for my courageous wife and for her own good health. Blessed for having the 
opportunity to raise new life once again. Lastly, excited for our son and for his own road to beginning an 
honorable life as a native person. Looking back on those events more than two years ago, I have learned 
that when two people love, mend, and critically reflect together, certain lost native practices stand to be 
revitalized in an honorable manner.8 
 
 
 
 

 
7 The blade was previously attached to a deer antler handle of equal size. Prior to being used it was sterilized and stored in its own sterile plastic 
container.  
8 During the writing of this paper, a second family effectively used an obsidian blade made by the co-authors to sever the umbilical cord of their 
newborn child. That story is yet to be told. 
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Our Final Thoughts: Building the Indigenous Xicana/o Family Healthcare Kit 
 
Restoring the health of our family took many years. Nonetheless, it was a necessary step for us to be in a 
place where we could safely accumulate much needed physical and spiritual wealth. The colonization of 
the Xicana/o put an end to this, and we made real efforts to take it back. That process involved deep self-
reflection, ancestral knowledge, our own agency, and the ability to sincerely transform our way of being. 
These steps comprise the four Tezcatlipoca’s, and most notably described by the former Tucson MAS 
educator Curtis Acosta (2007). We called upon our ancestors, the plants, the animals, the cosmos, and 
even our adversaries for peace not war. From this process, many behaviors arose. We spoke openly, 
forgave those that hurt us, parted with others, and dealt with the unsolved matters of the day. The 
conversations at times became lengthy but necessary if we were to arrive at a new life-giving perspective. 
To legitimize our new pathways, we paid overdue mandas in Mexico, delivered offerings to the Virgen de 
Guadalupe in Mexico City, and offered tobacco in Teotihuacan. In the end, we experienced the restoration 
of our health. Body, mind, and spirit surfaced together again, and we no longer troubled ourselves. 

While conversations were occurring and both parent-authors partook in practical steps to restore their 
health, work also began on building the Indigenous Xicana/o Family Healthcare Kit (Figure 7). Both 
authors took a pledge to make and obtain medical supplies in the ancient Mesoamerican tradition. 
Drawing simply on our use of the hands, using mostly reclaimed materials, we created clay ritual ware, 
tools for ceremony, household furnishings, jewelry, and personalized gifts. We simply understood that 
making things with the hands for household purposes was good for the family (Garcia 2014). When we 
pass over to the next life, what tools are we as parents going to leave our children with? To this end, we 
came to admire and depend on our most sacred items to help keep our children safe and free of illness. In 
this essay, we described parts of the altar and the benefits of obsidian. How these tools helped us mediate 
our old trauma and birth new life. These tools belong to a much larger material assemblage. The 
Indigenous Xicana/o Family Healthcare Kit appears basic. In all reality, it grows with the health needs of 
the family. We lay this out in the form of a drawing with simple captions. We have incorporated what we 
surmise represent the basic tools that Xicana/o families need for them to reclaim their health and well-
being when life matters the most. 
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Figure 7. The Indigenous Xicana/o Family Healthcare Kit. Sacred medical tools mentioned in this paper. Drawing 
by Claudia Itzel Márquez. Drawing not to scale. 
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